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In an interview which appearsd in [f§S in the Chiczao
Iribune.ths Panamanian singer/songuriter Rubén Blades, in recounting
a little of his childhood to the intervicwer, remarksd: "1 admired
the movies -« Fred Astaire films, Bob Hops films == my grandmother
took me every day... There was a time when Latin music was in every
American movie., There was « time when it was fashionable to dance
the mambo."l Blades is correct, and in his statemsnt we have the
sesds of a paradox: American films with Latin elements or themes
made for the North-American market but also playing in a Latin-
American markst. How was Latin America portrayed in these films?
This paper hopes to shed a little light on the subject.

A particularly fertile period for Latin themes in the movies
was the 1940°'s, During World War Il the European market for U. Se.
films dried up completely, and a concerted effort was made to court
new mzarkets for American product. We began to take more notice of
our neighbors to the south. Many movies were made with ostensibly
Latin themes: Abbot and Costello's Qne Njght in the Irepjcs (194G),
Blondie Goes Latin and Charlie Chan §n Rig (1941), and Crosby and
Hope's Rgad to Rie (1948) =~ all serial films.

The plot of Road to Rio is a slender one:"Crosby and Hope play
a pair of musicians who, a7ter accidentally setting fire to a
carnival, sail to Rio. On board ship they mest Dorothy Lamour, a
mysterious beauty whose mercurial changes in temperament baffle
them <= until they realize that she is being hypnotized by her eunt
into marrying a man im Brazil that she does not love."2 This theme
of beautiful South American girl (usually an. heiress) forced to

marry against her will recurs often. A 1936 musical called
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Ui Gaucho had the Benovie actor John Carroll playing a Latin with an
excruciatingly phony accent and saving the brunetie heroine from a
bandit who turns out to be none other than the elderly Don to whom
she has been betrothed against her wishes.

A grabbag of titles from thirties and forties musicals shows a
heavy Latin American influence: Cyban Love Song (1931), Elying Bown
to Bio (1933), Under the Pampas Moon (1935), In Caljents (1935),
frgentine Nights and Down Apgentine Way {1940), That Night in Rio.
They Met {n Argentinz. Weekend in Havanz, Eiesta (1941}, Brazil,
The Gey SeMorjta and Mexjcana (1944), The Thrill of Brazil (1956),
Carnival {n Costg Rica (1947),

John Storm Roberts, in his book, Ihe Latin Tinge, has this to
say about these films:%Latin music's mass popularity was developing
from the beginning of the decade (1940), Aan extremely important
part was played by Hollywood, with a large number of musicals built
around specifically Latin-oriented plots (often tied to = country
or city title), and many othsrs that include a tatin number or two
in a non=Latin script."3

During this period, Broadway, Hollywood and Tin Pan Alley
functioned as a single unit whers popular music was concerned, and
the taste for exotic lncales and themes is an element that was
present since the beginnings of the American musical theater.

No less a musician than Lsonard Bernstein é?tes (nqﬁ exactly
correctly) that the diffarence between an operetta and a musical
comedy is that "operettas are exotic in rlavor."4

The fact 4s that operetta was the forsrunnsr of musicsl comedy,

and that European opsrettas were eqﬁoyad by American audisnces before



we began producing ovr own homegrown variety. Musical comedy is
more correctly identified as an American variation of operetta,
Operetta commonly deals with royalty and high society and employs
light operatic voices and sustained,fairly complicated lyric linss,
Musical comedy is concernsed with "the proverbial man in the strest,
his glr}. and their way of lifg... Its vernecular songs were more
an extension of recitative tha hey were lyrical elabeorations, and
ragtine and jazz were instantly at home in thess wo:ks;"s

In actuality, the line between musical comedy and operetta is a
fine one., For example, Rodqers and Hammerstein are idantified by
Cerald Bordman in his bookxaégigigg as modarn examples of the
operetta traditions other critics would consider them the kings of
musical comedy.

It was in 1867 that Jaques Offenbach®s L3 Grande D sse de
Gerpolstejn took New York by storm, despite the fact that it was
performed entirsly in French., The fizzy songs became popular any-
way, and the work is still occasionally revived, most recently at
this summer's Ravihia Festival in Chicago.

AR German-American contemporary of Offenbach, the now-forgotten

Julius Eichberg, w;otp the first entirely American opsretta in the
1860%s.  Some of fiis titles were: The Doctor of Alcantara, Ihe Lwo
Ladis, A Night in Rome, The Rose of Lygcl. We can see that exoti-

cisms wers part and parcel of operetta, as Bernstein says, but they
were oftaﬁ retained in musical comedy aé well,

The specifically Latin influences cams a little later than the
1660's, closer to the turm of the century. There were several
historically important evente during the nineteenth century that
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served to deepen the United States' ties to its southern neighbors:
1, the War wich fMexico (1836) for the indepsndence of Texas; 2. the
Spanish~American~ “ar of 1898 when Americans fought in Cuba, receiving
Puerto Rico as part of the psace treaty; 3. the digging of the

Panama Canal which we took over from France 4n 1907, All these
svents helped to push Latin America to the forefront of the news in
the U.S5.A.

In 1897 Victor Herbert presented an operetta on Broadway called
The [dol's Eye. Its setting was faraway India, but one of the songs
was called "Cuban Song"-- "the beginning of a Broadway flirtation
with Latin themes that was to last for half a century. Most of
them were longer on exoticism than on musical authenticitye... Tin
Pan Alley's and Broadway®s way with Latin styles was always eclectic,
and usually trivial."6 And since Hollywood was essantially an
extension of Tin Pan Alley and Broadway, we find the same tr.viali-
zation present in the movies.

Roberts documents the making of short subjects using Latin
musicians playing Latin music as early as 1931, shortly after sound
films began, A real phenomenon of the time, Argentine tango
singer Carlos Gardel, made several fullelength musicals as early
as 1934, including one called Tango on Broadway. Also in 1931, a
well regarded but not particularly popular film called Cyban Love
Song (named for a popular song of the day) starred 'the Metropolitan
Opera baritone Lawrence Tibbett as an American marine who, during
the Spanish-American War, fathers a child by a beautiful Cuben
peanut vendor ( a profession chosan so that another popular s.ng of

the day could be used), even though he is engaged to a member of




Vie ?%%mck

San Francisco society, Change Cuba to Japan and you have MNadame
Butterfly, Lupe Velez, often billed as the"Mexican Spitfire,”
played the part of the Cuban girl. American V¥ilmmakers tendsd to
see Latin America-es- 2 monolith, forgetting that Cuba was different
from maiico. that Chilé. is not Argentina. As formér asttor Presi-
dent Ronald Reagan said a few years ago when of fering a toast to
the Presaident of Brazil fn Brasilias "I'm so happy to be here in
Bolivial" To American moviemakers, a Latin was a Latin, and
nationality never entered inte it.

Still in 1931, the Mexican singing star, José Mojica, made a
film for 20th Century Fox called Qne Mad Kiss, about which one film
historian ad this to say: "Qne Mad Kiss was one bad musical... all
about a Latin Robin Hood who singf@andadly does battle with corrupt
government officials in the interest of the oppressed."7 The
seemingly curious ingredient in the musical was that all the prin-
cipal players were Spanish-speaking, and an entire Spanish languagse
version was made in addition to the English language one. Even
the songs wsre performed both §n Spanish and in Enalish.

The reason for this, |ies U)+£—+kk-ij*ﬂ44ﬂa of e mov.ie, lﬂdwf%(j°
dominated the world market before World War I, but the 1914-1918
War had given American filmmakers their opportunity. They gained
full control of their home market for the first time and replaced
the Europeans as principal film suppliers to the nonbslligerent
areas of the world, particularly Latin Americs and ..lapan."8 When
sound film came in, the American film moguls were as positive as
their European counterparts that foreign audiences would not sit

still for movies in languages other than their own, so Hollywood
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produced a number of movies in English and another languags.

8esides the obscure musical in Spanish which I already mentioned,

the Greta Garbo film Anna Christie was also made in a German
version, and so was The Blue Angel, starring Marlens Dietrich

and Emil Jannings, "After the winter of 193031 the worsening
world depression put an end to Hollywood's foreign-language pro-
duction,. It turned out audiences were not so nationalistic as
producers had thoughte.. Thereafter, American studios and their
European distributors adopted an eclectic approach, dubbing,

adding printed subtitles or releasing the original Pfmerican versions,
cepending on what each film required or different countries desired."’
To this day, films in @rezil are presented in the original language
with subtitles, although TV movies and American TV shows are dubbed
into Portuguese,

Foreign actors and actresses were esiployed in American films
from the very beginning, although the image of 2 Latin male in
silent films was that of a hissing villain, One actor single-
handedly changed that images of the Latin man in motion pictures,
and that was Rulolph Valentino. His great success began with the
filming of the four Horsemen of the Appcalypse (1921), from the
novel by the Argentinian writer, Blasco Ibapez, (and later remadc
with Glenn Ford in 1961), and culminated in his great triumph in
1921's The Sheik. The distinguished Brazilian film historian,
Paulo Emillo Sallas Gomes, wrote this about Valentino and his imags:
*The type of tradittonal hero, masculine put pure, was abandoned in
favor of a type whicl, involved a mors profwounced erotic element..,.

In effect, everything indicates that in the Valentino phenomenon




we are dealing with a scylized and erotic fantasy of the glgglg."lo

Arguably, a gigolo does not sesm like much of an improvement
over a dastardly villain as the tmage for the Latin man, év«i
Valentino paved the way for a whole ho;dc of “Latin Lovers/"
including Ramon Novarro, Cesar Romero, Fernando Lamas, Ricardo
Montalbar, and in its latest incarnation, the whisperywvoiced
singer, Julio Iglésias. Ohe compiler of a film dictionary describes
Cesar Romero thuslyi"He 19 a figmant of flashing teeth, plastic
moustache, and brillantine, the Cisco Kid fo» several years,the
Gay Gabcllerp, and Tgll, Dark and Handsoms. No lady could trust
him, and yet his guile and danger wsre all in the lazy rhythm of
his name,"}!

Female Latins tended to be playec by the stunning Dolores Del
Rios the epitome of the classic Latin beauty,or by the aforementioned
spitfire,Lupe Velez, Dolores Del Rio was the heroine of Flying
Down to Rics & movis which is memorable today beczuse it marked the
first teaming of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers, The producer of
the film, touis Brock,_waitsd-tomake a musical to challange Bushy
Berkeley's delirious spectacles, so "he sold RKO studio head Merian
Ce Cocper on thae idsa of a musical that would bring togethar two of
Cooper'’s favorits themes: South America and aviation. (Coopsr was
on the Board of Directors of Pan American Airways,)*12 you may
recall the famous scene of chorus girls dancing on the wings of a
1930°'s plane,

The movie benefited greatly from a besutiful score by Vincent

Youmans, in which he attempted to meld a Latin rhythm with a Tin

Pan Alley idiom. The story was a slender oneg, centering on a




Latin debutante's inability to decide between her love for an
American aviator and her promise to her Brazilian fiance. The
fiance was played by man sctual Brazilian, the tenor Raul Roulien,
He was one in a long line of Latin musicians who appeared in thirties
and forties movies, which also includes the aforemsntioned Carlos
Gardel and Jose Mojica, the Mexican singer Tito Guizar, Desi Arnaz,
bandleader Xaviar Cugat, who always appsared leading his orchestra
with his little Chihuahua dog peeping out of his breast packst
1nst9ad of a handkerchief, and evsn the classicalypianist Jose lturbi,
such a fixture in MGM musicals. These performers registered a
real Latin presence in the movies, even though they were rarely
part of the action and were used mors as windouw dressing.

But the most Kinetic.lLatin presence in forties films was female,
that fantastic apparition known as Carmen lhaTanda. Her real name
was Maria do Carmo Miranda da Cunha, and she made her movie debut

in Down Argentine Way in 1940 after scoring a success on Broadway

the year before. She was already a star in Brazil when she began
her American career, and she is probably.thg most beloved star in
her own country, There is even a museuézgggicated to her and her
oltfits, She apg>ared in many, many musfcals. elways costumed
with tropical ruffles and bare midriffs, massive platform sandals,
and a gigantic headdress of sxotic fruit. Some Brazilians ob ject
to her exaggerated display, but there was a great deal of knowing-
ness in her parody, and she was always clever end dymamic on the
screen, Her enesrgy and talent gave the lie to the stereotype to

the "lazy, shiftless Latin," The surrealism of Carmen Miranda's

film persona subverts any conventional stereotype, in any cass.




The film musical has often bean describsed as the most pure
cinematic form: "the life~like presentation of human beings ir
magical, drsamlike and imaginary situations."13 A fuller des-
cription of the musical is offered by Thomas Schatz, who writes:

All genre films involve the promise of utopia.s.
The musical genre's basic oppositions derive from
a narrative distinction between the dramatic
story, in which static, one-dimensional characters
acknowledge their status as dynamic entertainers
and perform directly to the camera/audience. This
formal opposition reinforces the genre's social
concerns, which center around American Courtship
rites and the very concept of entertainmeat.

Thus the backgrounds or settings of musicals, be it Latin America

or Alaska, haue(#ﬂkbasis in reality. VYou Wsre kever_ Loveljer, a
- 1842 film starring Fred Astaire and Rita Hayworth was descrited by
one writer as "a romantic musical with the currently fashionable
Latin-American background (though it could have been anywhere)...>°
and by another as "an excursion to an imaginary Bueros Aires."16

As the forties wore on,the musicals became more and more sophis-
ticated. In 1945 Yolanda and the Thief again fsatured Astairae,
and the setting was again Latin America. He played a confidence
man out to fool a wealthy girl by pretending to be this devout
young woman's guardian angel in earthly form. The Pirate (194%)
is an even more stylized film. The setting fs a mythical Carib-
bean island, and Gene Kelly plays a strolling player who pretends
to bs a notorious pirate in order to win the love of a wealthy
and protected girl, played by Judy Garland.

One can see the similaritics in the two stories: actors in the
movie roles of actors (since what 13 a con man if not an actor)

pretending to be something else and the innocent and gullible Latin~
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onee again,
American woman, Both films wers made by the estimable Vincente

Minnelli and wers somewhat too esoteric for the puhlic, who wers
growing tired of the genrs, In the fifties the importance of the
Latin American t*épie diminished &n tha movie musical, as realistic

locations and transplanted Broadway blockbusters tock over the

sCresn,
weve
During the thirtigs, fortiss and fifties therqﬁgeueral non-

nusicals which doalt with Latin themes: 1939's bicgraphy JUargz
starring Paul Mumi in the title rola; Vjva {apatg in 1952, anothsr

biography in which Marlon Brando sensitively portrayed the
ravolutionary Mexican Ind. -1 leader; 1947%s Jpegsure of the Sierra

Madre with the most repsllent Mexiczn tandit sver seen on screang

1949's We Were Strangers with John Garfield, political doings in
Cubas 1950's adsptations of W.H. Hudson's novel Grgen Mansions,
starring Audrey Hepburn as Rima, the bird girl, and which onec critic
described as "full of plastic studio Jungle, Villa Lobos music,
Katerine Dunham dancers, but implacably dull..."17

These are ju:zt a few other filme on Latin Amsrican themes, along
with 1£:2's ] figrried g Zombje, which, despite its uafertunate title,
is an interesting movie sat on the island of Haiti, evocative}y
photographed in bleck and white. ]t treat= vocdooism in a nron-
sensational manner and is quite engrossing,.

But 21l these ”{lms will have to wait for another ccnference

anc T Maper.

Nola Kortner Aiex
October 1986
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